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Critical Theory and Culture in the
Practice of Historical Geography:

A British Perspective

Cheryl McEwan

This commentary arises out of an invitation to participate as a panel
discussant at the Practicing Historical Geography Sessions at the
March 2002 AAG Annual Meeting in Los Angeles. The session

organizers asked panelists to consider the different historiographic prac-
tices through which historical geography in North America and the United
Kingdom has been defined. In this brief response, I wish to make three
related points from the perspective of British historical geography, bear-
ing in mind that these might not always be applicable to debates in the
North American (or other) context(s). First, the incorporation of critical
theory into historical geography continues to inspire suspicion from those
who ascribe to more “traditional” approaches but this ignores the fact that
historical geography has always been an interdisciplinary endeavor; sec-
ond, the term “cultural historical geography” is problematic if used to
signal the simplistic incorporation of a “cultural studies” approach rather
than to connect the changes in historical geography to broad, fundamen-
tal changes in historical studies; and third, critical historiographies should
not necessarily prevent normative statements about progress within his-
torical geography.

Critical Theory: Plus ça Change?

I have used both feminist and postcolonial theories/methodologies
together in most of my work and, despite their often mutually opposi-
tional and critical stances, I don’t consider current concerns inspired by
these approaches to be a complete break with previous critical or radical
approaches or even necessarily with more “traditional” approaches. Rather,
I am in agreement with Richard Schein1 that these concerns represent a
broadening of what constitutes historical geography and are really more
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of a “methodological turn.” There are clearly direct linkages between the
utopian impulses of Marxist histories, for example, and those of feminism
and postcolonialism. Just as postcolonialism is often oppositional to, but
capable of, dialogue with feminism, so the different approaches in histori-
cal geography ought to be capable of dialogue.

What concerns me, however, is the apparent lack of dialogue within
historical geography between those who do identify with and employ criti-
cal theory and those who do not. My sense is that this tends to be (but is
certainly not always) generational and can be traced back to the schisms
in historical geography between those who embraced and those who es-
chewed Marxist and other radical critiques in the 1970s. Subsequently, all
forms of radical and/or critical approaches, be they Marxist,
poststructuralist, feminist, or postcolonial, seem to inspire suspicion in
certain quarters. Writing anecdotally, I have wondered why, for example,
an esteemed senior colleague in historical geography actively discourages
graduate students from taking training modules in social and critical theory.
What is it about theory and/or particular versions of historical geography
that seems to generate this refusal of dialogue? As chair of the Historical
Geography Research Group of the Royal Geographical Society-Institute
of British Geographers (RGS-IBG), I have also heard mutterings that his-
torical geography has been “colonized” by cultural geographers and I have
often wondered why those who do embrace critical social theory are deemed
not to be historical geographers.

This is not to argue, of course, that there is a simple binary divide of
opinion within historical geography because there are also significant dif-
ferences between historical materialists and those who adopt so-called “post-
ist” approaches. So what is it that divides practitioners of critical historical
geography? Certainly the language is different and, yes, the language of
certain kinds of critical social theory can be obfuscatory. However, it is
perhaps methodologies and, in particular, the use of deconstruction, es-
pecially in relation to the recovery of subaltern histories, that sets many
critical theorists apart. This difference in methodology is perhaps most
clearly revealed by the way in which historical geographers use and inter-
pret archives (see, for example, Kurtz2 and Gagen3 for discussions of criti-
cal approaches to archives). As Derrida suggests, archives are not merely
receptacles of the past; concepts of history themselves are shaped by ar-
chives. But are current concerns with displacing and deconstructing ar-
chives, to reveal absences and agencies in historical records and to critique
the power of those who assemble and interpret archives, simply a different
way of working critically with archives? The critiques of history by Gramsci
and Derrida are really not that dissimilar, for example. But, where Gramsci4

argues that there is no “history of the subaltern classes” because a lack of
class consciousness means that “it never occurs to them that their history
might have some possible importance, that there might be some value in
leaving documentary evidence of it,” Derrida5 ascribes a lack of subaltern
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historical agency to archives themselves and the interpretive power of those
who create them. The aim of deconstructivists like Derrida and Spivak in
revealing “histories from below” are not that dissimilar to more material-
ist histories, except in the methodology used and the ways in which ar-
chives are interrogated. Derrida himself asserts that there is no such thing
as poststructuralism, so perhaps we should be looking more for common-
alities between the concerns of Marxist or other radical approaches and
those of feminist and postcolonial approaches rather than constantly look-
ing for oppositional stances.

Historical geography has always been a hybrid subdiscipline shaped
by contemporaneous influences and it has always been adept at fostering
dialogue with ideas from beyond its subdisciplinary boundaries, however
these have been defined. As Catherine Nash and Brian Graham6 point
out, the tendency to bemoan the erosion of historical geography by other
subdisciplines or its dilution through the influences of other disciplines
ignores the fact that historical geography has always been, to some extent,
an interdisciplinary endeavor. Economic and social history, ecology, and
social theory have informed past historical geographies as much as femi-
nism, postcolonialism, and cultural history inform the subdiscipline to-
day. This brings me to the question of how we conceptualize the recent
changes in historical geography and the terms we use to describe them.

 “New Historical Geography”
or “Cultural Historical Geography”?

The refusal of the term “new historical geography” by those who have
embraced critical theory is interesting and this may have arisen because of
debates elsewhere (for example, in economic and cultural geographies).
Clearly, there is a refusal of this term because it establishes a false binary
between “old” and “new,” oversimplifies and homogenizes the “old,” di-
minishes what historical geography has been and overlooks continuities
and connections. As I have suggested, the political aims of contemporary
critical theory may in fact be more of a continuation of earlier radical
critiques within historical studies. In addition, recognizing the impor-
tance of culture in history is nothing new and I am, therefore, somewhat
wary about the term “cultural historical geography”7  if it is used to signal
theoretical shifts that are assumed to have their origins purely in cultural
studies. Marx, E.P. Thompson, and Raymond Williams all emphasized
the importance of cultural history, for example.

In the last decade or so, historical geography has begun to incorpo-
rate wider debates taking place in historical studies, to question versions
of history constituted by the ideology of a dominant group seeking hege-
monic power over what it regards as “other” to itself. The cultural integ-
rity of those traditionally excluded from historical discourse (women, the
formerly colonized, the materially dispossessed) is recognized, and cul-
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tural politics are central to understanding the constant struggle for power.
In addition, the source materials for researching historical geographies
now include objects, discourses, and practices of popular cultures. There-
fore, the term cultural historical geography would seem to be apt in this
sense, but it should be considered in terms of connections to shifts in
history and other related disciplines rather than simply an incorporation
of a “cultural-studies” approach into historical geography. Postcolonial
studies, for example, originated in historical studies and it is from here
that historiographies of postcolonial approaches should be traced.

Historical geographies are arguably more cultural but this does not
diminish their concerns with the materialities of places, spaces, landscapes,
and people’s lives, or with history. Thus, as the authors of one recent text-
book argue, “The opposition between an empirically grounded historical
geography and a purely qualitative cultural geography is clearly reductive
and redundant.”8 In acknowledging the continuities and connections be-
tween different historical geographies and between historical geographies
and related disciplines, rather than simply focusing on new directions or
departures, exclusive and hierarchical historiographies can be avoided. A
question related to this is how do we construct historiographies that are at
once critical and allow space for the acknowledgement of progress?

Progress Narratives and Historiographies?

While linear, Whiggish historiographies should be avoided, this should
not disallow us from acknowledging progress where progress has been
made for particular groups. Drawing on Richard Rorty’s9 arguments, for
example, feminism and the acknowledgement of women’s agency is progress
for some groups, if not for others. So we can say there has been progress in
all sorts of areas where cultural work has been done in historical geogra-
phy, but this is about looking at particular struggles and putting them in
their historical and institutional contexts. It is about avoiding universaliz-
ing statements of progress, but any kind of politics needs some notion of
what progress is. If we take anti-sexism and anti-racism, for example, we
need to be able to ask what would we like historical geography to look like
and we also need progressive ideals and, perhaps at times, a strategic es-
sentialism that allows us to make normative statements about progress.

Michael Storper’s10 recent arguments are pertinent here. Storper as-
serts that postmodernism and postcolonialism on the theory side and
multiculturalism and cultural politics in political practice were among
the most important political developments of the twentieth century. How-
ever, he argues that there is a problem with ascribing progress to a sup-
posed and recent turn away from modernism since this denies the signifi-
cance of other radical versions of history (he discusses the fundamental
insights into the rise of capitalism produced by Marxist historians). The
“cultural turn” has been a significant—but not unique—contributor to
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the production of excellent scholarship on the history of such topics as
slavery, colonialism, and imperialism, or the contributions of subaltern
groups to culture and science, histories, and cultures of indigenous peoples.
In fact, these have done much to correct once distorted accounts of past
and present and give dignity to people who were denied it by dominant
accounts of history. Feminist and postcolonial approaches (dealing with
identity, cultural politics, consumption, racism, sexism, and the relation-
ships between power and knowledge) have had significant impacts over
the last 20 years and have brought about change for the better. But, as
Storper cautions, we should not ascribe all of the horrors of history to
modernity and modernism’s way of looking at the world.

In addition, in making these claims to progress, it is also useful to
bear in mind Cindi Katz’s11 comments on “minor theory,” that we should
be more hesitant, we should ask more questions than give definitive judg-
ments, and adopt less self-consciously important position statements. Af-
ter all, one of the most important advances of the “cultural turn” has been
in suggesting that all good social science should be based on some proce-
dures of self-questioning and self-scrutiny, asking Where do our catego-
ries come from? Of what and whom are we speaking? In whose name?
And giving a proper attentiveness to dialogue and difference, which, as
Storper12 argues, is about intellectual humility rather than relativism. If
we do this, we do not close down dialogue with our peers.
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